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As	  of	  2008	  the	  majority	  of	  humanity	  lives	  in	  cities.	  By	  virtue	  of	  their	  wealth	  and	  population,	  cities	  now	  
dominate	  global	  energy	  and	  material	  flows,	  and	  consequently,	  are	  the	  majority	  driver	  of	  environmental	  
degradation	  at	  the	  local,	  regional	  and	  global	  scales.	  One	  of	  the	  least	  sustainable	  aspects	  of	  the	  archetypical	  
modern	  city	  is	  the	  way	  it	  satisfies	  its	  food	  demands;	  typified	  by	  an	  agricultural	  system	  reliant	  on	  non-­‐
renewable	  resources	  for	  nutrient	  provision,	  significant	  energy	  inputs	  for	  transport	  and	  processing,	  out-­‐of-­‐
season	  consumptive	  habits,	  high	  edible	  food	  wastage	  and	  poor	  recycling	  rates	  of	  bio	  waste	  produced	  in	  the	  
cities	  where	  food	  is	  consumed.	  Because	  of	  these	  factors,	  food	  consumption	  is	  often	  as	  significant	  a	  driver	  of	  
gross	  urban	  environmental	  pressure	  as	  transport,	  building	  energy	  or	  construction.	  	  
Urban	  agriculture	  has	  recently	  been	  championed	  by	  concerned	  citizens,	  numerous	  academics	  and	  
policy	  makers	  alike	  as	  a	  means	  to	  address	  the	  environmental	  burdens	  of	  urban	  food	  consumption.	  It	  is	  
postulated	  that	  urban	  agriculture	  can	  have	  multiple	  benefits	  relative	  to	  the	  food	  supply	  chains	  cities	  
currently	  rely	  on;	  reduced	  distance	  from	  farm	  to	  fork,	  lower	  packaging	  needs,	  mitigated	  edible	  food	  losses	  
and	  a	  symbiotic	  relationship	  with	  the	  urban	  environment	  (energy	  exchanges	  with	  the	  built	  environment,	  
organic	  waste	  assimilation,	  storm	  water	  capture).	  Despite	  these	  purported	  benefits,	  there	  has	  hitherto	  
been	  only	  passing	  quantitative	  assessment	  to	  determine	  whether	  urban	  agriculture	  is	  an	  appreciable	  
improvement	  over	  dominant	  channels	  of	  urban	  food	  supply.	  	  
This	  study	  used	  primary	  data	  from	  four	  urban	  agriculture	  sites	  in	  Boston	  and	  New	  York	  City	  (see	  figure	  
below)	  to	  develop	  environmental	  footprints	  of	  the	  food	  they	  produced	  in	  2014	  and	  2015	  and	  compare	  it	  
against	  that	  of	  conventional	  agriculture	  for	  the	  same	  products.	  We	  found	  that	  in	  most	  cases	  urban	  
agriculture	  offered	  little	  or	  no	  benefit	  over	  conventional	  supply	  food	  supply	  chains,	  and	  that	  in	  some	  cases	  
it	  actually	  performed	  worse	  when	  significant	  grow-­‐space	  conditioning	  was	  required.	  In	  cases	  where	  urban	  
agriculture	  displayed	  superior	  performance,	  this	  was	  mainly	  a	  result	  of	  reduced	  energy	  consumption	  of	  the	  
building	  in	  which	  it	  interacted,	  begging	  the	  question;	  could	  equal	  or	  better	  environmental	  benefits	  be	  
produced	  using	  enhanced	  building	  technologies	  (insulation,	  load	  reduction	  or	  solar	  panels)?	  We	  conclude	  
that	  at	  its	  current	  level	  of	  development	  urban	  agriculture	  does	  not	  represent	  a	  ‘silver	  bullet’	  to	  the	  urban	  
food	  sustainability	  problem	  and	  that	  substantial	  efficiency	  gains	  are	  required	  before	  most	  of	  these	  systems	  
can	  offer	  an	  environmental	  improvement	  over	  conventional	  agriculture.	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